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ABSTRACT: 
 
Conversations between a designer and a teaching consultant around how learning could be 
enriched by design resulted in a contribution to a seminar, Creating Learning Communities, 
convened during Teaching and Learning Week at the University of Queensland in late 2004. This 
work was the starting point of this paper. 
 
In broad terms, in one sense the basic venues for formal instruction within university campuses 
have changed little over centuries in terms of their basic form and function. On the other hand, 
campuses are increasingly fitted with new communication and information technologies providing 
opportunities for interacting that were unimaginable only a few years ago. Sitting uncomfortably 
between these two extremes, are the often modest and piecemeal arrangements on the 
perimeter of formal classrooms or in external areas adjacent to them where students gather to 
meet, interact and enrich their learning. The potential of these ‘fringe’ spaces to support student 
learning has generally been overlooked by both designers and educators. 
 
Based on current scholarship and direct observation, we will speculate upon the possible benefits 
of responding closely and specifically through design to the opportunity some of these 
overlooked spaces offer. On one level, there is a crucial need for universities to provide a 
campus environment capable of sustaining the shift in pedagogy towards more student-centred 
approaches. We also suggest that learners are likely to become more discriminating in deciding 
how and where they learn and that it is wise to attempt to anticipate this with appropriate and 
hopefully enriching responses in physical design and provision of greater amenity and services. 
 
The paper focuses on the design ideas for new learning environments, particularly outdoor study 
spaces and places where people exchange ideas and learn from each other. It will analyse existing 
areas that have been appropriated and adapted by users as well as those that have been 
consciously designed. It will attempt to show that in addition to the inherent qualities provided 
by the spaces themselves and their immediate surroundings, adjacencies of pedestrian routes, 
other facilities and amenities, have a bearing on their success as enjoyable and convivial learning 
spaces. 
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Abstract 
 
Conversations between a designer and a teaching consultant around how learning could 
be enriched by design resulted in a contribution to a seminar, Creating Learning 
Communities, convened during Teaching and Learning Week at the University of 
Queensland in late 2004. This work was the starting point of this paper. 
 
In broad terms, in one sense the basic venues for formal instruction within university 
campuses have changed little over centuries in terms of their basic form and function.  On 
the other hand, campuses are increasingly fitted with new communication and information 
technologies providing opportunities for interacting that were unimaginable only a few 
years ago.  Sitting uncomfortably between these two extremes, are the often modest and 
piecemeal arrangements on the perimeter of formal classrooms or in external areas 
adjacent to them where students gather to meet, interact and enrich their learning.  The 
potential of these ‘fringe’ spaces to support student learning has generally been 
overlooked by both designers and educators.  
 
Based on current scholarship and direct observation, we will speculate upon the possible 
benefits of responding closely and specifically through design to the opportunity some of 
these overlooked spaces offer. On one level, there is a crucial need for universities to 
provide a campus environment capable of sustaining the shift in pedagogy towards more 
student-centred approaches.  We also suggest that learners are likely to become more 
discriminating in deciding how and where they learn and that it is wise to attempt to 
anticipate this with appropriate and hopefully enriching responses in physical design and 
provision of greater amenity and services.        
 
The paper will focus on the design ideas for new learning environments, particularly 
outdoor study spaces and places where people exchange ideas and learn from each 
other. It will analyse existing areas that have been appropriated and adapted by users as 
well as those that have been consciously designed. It will attempt to show that in addition 
to the inherent qualities provided by the spaces themselves and their immediate 
surroundings, adjacencies of pedestrian routes, other facilities and amenities, have a 
bearing on their success as enjoyable and convivial learning spaces. 
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 Reconsidering the higher education setting: some initial observations 
 
Wander around a university campus and it would not be uncommon to see students seated, often 
awkwardly and uncomfortably, on the floor surrounded by their study materials in the vicinity of 
lecture rooms just before class. Unlike conventional theatres in the entertainment world, it is most 
unusual for these university spaces to have well designed areas for students to linger, wait and 
exchange ideas before and after their lectures. In some institutions, quite large lecture venues are 
located deep within buildings with convoluted corridor and lift access, making them difficult to find 
and less than pleasant to visit. Even when the lecture spaces themselves are well designed and 
resourced they are intended to facilitate a predominantly teacher-led, transmissive approach to 
learning; and they provide little support for the other types of learning activities students engage 
in.1 At change-over times between classes, the spaces immediately adjoining large lecture rooms 
can become unpleasantly cramped and uninviting. 
 
 Apart from the large lecture halls, there are other spaces where groups of people of various sizes 
gather for timetabled classes, ranging across the spectrum from seminar rooms, laboratories to 
tutorial classrooms. Very often they too have no social or even waiting spaces associated with 
them. These familiar arrangements are most probably the result of tight project briefing, inflexible 
area allocation and, perhaps most importantly, narrow expectations of where the serious stuff of 
learning is meant to take place. 
 
There are three crucial changes affecting the development of the teaching and learning culture 
within Higher Education that have direct implications for the nexus between the pedagogy and the 
campus as a learning environment.  
 
The first concerns the relationship of the student to the campus setting.  With the expansion of 
alternative and flexible methods of communicating and accessing knowledge and ideas from off-
campus sites, the role of the campus in the student learning experience is increasingly 
problematic.  Simultaneously, attendance by students on-campus is decreasing as students 
struggle to balance the competing demands of (often) multiple jobs and the dictates of a formal 
class timetable. When they do attend on-campus, students spend less than 20% of their time in 
spaces formally timetabled into their courses. In other words, a significant amount of learning takes 
place on-campus yet in times and places outside of the formal classroom setting.  
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 This is compounded by the second significant change which concerns the relationship of the 
curriculum to the campus setting.  Put simply, the shift to a more student-centred pedagogy, with 
its focus on collaboration and problem-solving, is not matched by the development of formal and 
informal learning environments within the university campus capable of sustaining the emerging 
pedagogy.  There is a massive mismatch between the settings, both formal and informal, which the 
campus provides and the approaches to learning which students are meant to adopt. This reflects 
the dislocation between educational planning processes (ie. curriculum design) which are the 
preserve of academic staff; and campus planning processes which rest with non-academic staff.   
 
Thirdly, the notion of creating ‘learning communities’ within universities is gradually leading to an 
approach to campus planning which aims to create a series of distinct ‘precincts’ formed to 
generate a sense of ‘place’ for the mix of inhabitants.2  Such precincts have the capacity to 
generate communities of common interest (based on shared disciplinary and research interests) 
and will necessarily concentrate the activity, both formal and informal, in a defined setting 
necessitating a precinct environment capable of meeting a broad range of needs.  In future, 
students will more likely be drawn to their specific precinct or ‘place’ on campus for a greater 
proportion of their time, rather than to the campus setting more generally. According to Edwards, 
‘creating a sense of place requires the forming of external space, its articulation through lively 
architecture and its animation by student life’.3  
 
In an era when universities worldwide are commissioning showcase buildings for the purpose of 
institutional branding and to consolidate their place in an increasingly competitive educational 
market place, this paper is concerned with the comparatively insignificant and informal campus 
settings that might be used to foster student learning.  Drawing on their respective expertise in 
architecture and education, the authors consider it timely to investigate how valuable it might be to 
enrich and extend the types of places and spaces on campus that fall outside the traditional formal 
timetabled rooms and already commonly provided function-focused ‘study spaces’ such as 
computer laboratories, group-study rooms and the ubiquitous ‘flexible learning areas’ in libraries 
and resource centres. Enhancing and diversifying the student experience through the provision of 
more appropriate and diverse settings is likely to enrich learning by helping to address the range of 
preferred learning styles. 
 
Creating convivial environments in association with formal classrooms and other academic spaces 
has recently become the focus of innovative building programmes in Higher Education. Of 
particular note is the STATA Center at MIT, where Frank Gehry introduced an internal ‘student 
4
street’ as the animating element within this building on the Ground Floor. Street frontages and 
‘Town Square’ include: cafeteria, café, pub, childcare facilities, lounges, fitness centre.4 In many 
ways, the model is the shopping mall, but in addition to these internal spaces there is an outdoor 
amphitheatre and garden terraces.  It could be consider a comprehensive example of an on-
campus precinct accommodating both the formal and informal needs of the members of the 
learning community gathered within it.  
 
Closer to home, the recently opened Collaborative Learning Centre at the University of 
Queensland’s St Lucia campus comprises a suite of state-of-the-art learning spaces and 
incorporates some of these ideas on a more modest scale.  However, the intention is similar – to 
create an environment which is responsive to a wide range of student needs and that provides for 
both formal and informal learning experiences in which the student takes charge of their own 
learning.  It is also meant to be a distinct ‘place’ in its own right with sufficient amenity, including 
refreshment facilities, to retain inhabitants of the building within its immediate vicinity. 
 
In an attempt to create a campus environment able to facilitate a more student-centred pedagogy 
key questions emerge, including: 
• How can the internal public areas adjacent to lecture theatres and other    formal learning 
spaces be improved to support student learning? 
• How can formal classrooms and other learning spaces be designed and made available for 
students to use in ‘out of class’ periods? 
• What type of built or natural social settings can be created to facilitate learning outside of 
the formal classroom setting? 
 
University buildings in their environment 
 
It seems strange that in Australia, a continent that has been inhabited by humans for over 40,000 
years without the need for any substantial buildings, virtually all spaces associated with teaching 
and learning are almost without question sited within buildings. In many ways, relocating learning 
outside the traditional classroom setting challenges a multitude of attitudes, as well as the 
interpersonal and professional relationships that underpin the hierarchical structure of the 
university.5  Plato’s Academy, at the very root of our academic tradition, is said to have been 
centred on gardens and pleasant groves, yet most of our space-use habits have come from less 
benign climates and confine us mentally in buildings as the locus of nearly all formal and informal 
activity associated with learning activities in higher education.  
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 Pluviometric and other data would indicate that the frequency and duration of inclement weather, 
making it unpleasant to remain at rest outdoors, is almost negligible in Brisbane and other 
Australian cities.6  The opportunities these relatively temperate   climatic conditions provide are 
considerable once the established paradigm which emphasises the role of the traditional 
classroom is re-evaluated. How do we develop vocabularies of elements and spaces that make 
pleasant transitions between our buildings and their surroundings?  
 
Outdoor Space 
 
Most university buildings have very little transitional space between internal spaces and the areas 
immediately external to them, yet it is precisely this type of space that would seem to be most 
attractive for casual interaction in the pre or post-class period. On another level, wherever outdoor 
café-type spaces are provided, they appear to be enormously popular attracting passers-by, 
informal meeting and various forms of study. In many respects, the University of Queensland’s 
Wordsmiths Café is possibly the most popular and effective space within the university for 
convening meetings, undertaking learning activities and making serendipitous contact with fellow 
students and teachers.  The investment in this type of infrastructure can be minimal, being limited 
to the provision of shade together with some surface paving and seating, yet these space, when 
serviced by wireless networks, can become very attractive for an even wider range of activities 
generally catered for or improvised inside buildings at much greater cost. 
 
A higher education pedagogy that is student-centred, with an emphasis on collaboration and 
problem-solving necessarily requires students to interact and co-operate outside of formal 
classroom sessions.  Sadly, most university campuses provide few options for students to meet 
and work in a range of ways for extensive periods, or to construct and rehearse group 
presentations or perform in other ways in order to meet learning or assessment requirements.  
Collaboration and problem-solving require students to spend greater periods of time in preparation 
or response to set tasks as there is rarely sufficient formal class time for such activity.  Currently, 
students do this by default in library areas (often inappropriate and having a negative affect on 
other students), or in social settings such as student cafeterias and bars.  Whilst these may be the 
preferred option of some students, they are rarely able to meet the demand for space from all 
students requiring it and they do not provide access to the sundry resources and facilities that 
students require, such as IT or printing services, other learning resources, etc. 
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We know from recent experience aimed at improving both formal and informal interior learning 
spaces that certain qualities are preferred by students.  At Monash University, efforts to create an 
integrated IT learning precinct and also a casual learning environment in the library combining 
group work areas and hospitality facilities indicate that students appreciate and prefer:7 
 
• environments that reflect the type of social settings (ie. bars, cafes, entertainment venues) 
which they elect to attend in their own private lives off-campus 
 
• settings which provide a sense of enclosure without restricting access to others or the 
opportunity to view and feel part of a larger group  
 
• areas with a mix of seating arrangements (ie. single seats, paired and group settings) as 
well as a variety of types of seating including casual chairs and couches 
 
 
• proximity to and convenient access to a range of services and facilities beyond the window 
of normal working hours.   
 
Investigations to advance our understanding of the place-pedagogy nexus 
 
We propose to conduct a systematic study of the types of external spaces that are used at our 
university and will attempt to find patterns of activity that fit with different circumstances of 
individual and group study and other forms of interaction.  We believe that understanding why 
certain places are popular and chosen for particular activities could help design better facilities that 
extend choice and enrich the on-campus educational experience for a greater proportion of the 
student population. 
 
Initially our study will be based on observing how outdoor spaces with rudimentary furnishings and 
infrastructure are used and how the proximity of other facilities such as lecture rooms, libraries and 
laboratories may influence their popularity. Adjacency to commonly used pedestrian routes may be 
significant. Perceptions of personal safety, availability of food and types of infrastructure in the 
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form of seating, shade, shelter, wireless networks, etc will be considered as will the desirability of 
nearby services such as printing, child-care, public transport, etc.  
 
We hope to be able to develop ideas about what provokes choice in the use of outdoor space.  We 
note that different people have different preferences, some choosing solitary study under the 
shade of a tree, while others do the same thing in relatively noisy groupings of tables and chairs in 
outdoor cafes.  We believe that the repertoire of external furniture should be extended beyond the 
park-bench and café table to include types of seating and surfaces that can adapt to a wider range 
of interactions between people and their study materials and each other. There are promising 
models of interesting configurations and use of materials from vernacular and contemporary 
design that could provide clues and make it possible to conduct experiments with prototypes. The 
cost of trying something out is likely to be minimal when compared with expenditure on the 
discretionary elements of campus buildings.  
 
 
 
Over time, we hope to develop a sensitive understanding of how campus life and experience can 
be enriched by the design of hard and soft landscape. We believe that many of the functions 
currently performed deep within buildings could happen more pleasantly under convivial 
surroundings, under dappled shade, enriched by gentle breezes and stimulated by the possibility 
of chance encounters, thereby utilizing the full capacity of the campus setting as a learning 
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environment. Edwards reminds us that the evolution of the twentieth century campus reflects the 
struggle between ‘picturesque place making and the provision of rationally designed buildings’.   
He says: 
At the turn of the century a sense of place was considered an essential 
component of university life; by the mid-century the emergence of functionalism 
gave supremacy to the building and its programme; by the end of the twentieth 
century a sense of place was again on the urban design agenda.8 
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